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THE ILLITERATE DEAF ADULT -
AN INVESTIGATION IN COMMUNICATION SKILLS
By DAVID A. SPIDAL, Ph.D.*, Coordinator of Research;
GLENN S. PFAU, Ph.D., Director,
Project LIFE, National Education Association
Purpose
An investigation under the direction of Virginia McKinney' was
vmdertaken to determine if a highly structured instructional program could
enhance the language and communicative skills of a group of subjects
classified as "illiterate deaf adults." The investigation was carried out in a
program in Los Angeles, California, which was established to provide media
and services for the deaf and hard-of-hearing.
Subjects
The adult population was comprised of nine males and five females,
ages 16 to 53. A condensation of biographical information on each subject is
provided in Table 3.
Procedures
The concentrated program, designed to enhance communicative skills
of illiterate deaf adolescents and adults, utilized the language system
developed by Project LIFE-Language Improvement to Facilitate Education
'^Presented by David A. Spidal
^Virginia McKinney, Communication Skills Center, 3770 Tracy Street, Los Angeles,
California, 90027.
47 1
Spidal and Pfau: The Illiterate Deaf Adult – An Investigation in Communication Ski
Published by WestCollections: digitalcommons@wcsu, 1972
THE ILLITERATE DEAF ADULT
TABLE 3.
SUBJECT INFORMATION FROM THE CASE STUDY FILES OF THE
(Pfau, 1968; 1969; 1970).^ Though the programmed language instructional
materials were designed and validated on primary age deaf children, it was
'^Project LIFE is funded by the Bureau of Education for the Handicapped, U,S. Office of
Education, and is headquartered and administered by the National Education
Association, Washington, D,C, 20036 (1201 Sixteenth Street, N.W.), It is developing
programmed instructional programs for deaf children in the areas of language, thinking,
and visual perception.
I.D. Sex Age
Hearing
Loss Entry Behavior Characteristics
Type of Formal
Educaton
1. Female 27 Profound dysrhythmic hypoplasia
day and
r^idential
2
3.
Female
Male
19
18
Unknown
Unknown
hyperactive short attention ^ >an
low frustration level neurolo^cally
handicapped, behavioral problem
oral (feiy
oral day
4. Female 23 Profound bom and reared in Vietnam, no com
munication skills
oral day
1
5. Male 21 Profound behavioral problem, school expulsion, oral day
juvenile record
6. Male 53 Unknown catatonic spells, extremely tense,
central disorders
none
1
7. Female 35 Unknown bom and reared in Mexico, com
plete lack of symbol system
1
none
8. Male 25 Unknown limited retention, preseverative
behavior
regular classy, 1
day classes for 1
hearing impaired
9. Female 33 Unknown behavioral problem, expulsion from
school
oral day
10. Male 19 Unknown mentally retarded institute for MR
high school for
the deaf
11. Male 19 Unknown cerebral palsied, aphasic, epileptic,
low frustration level
oral day
12 Male 25 Profound no symbol system, no communication oral day
13. Male 16 Profound hyperactive, minimal attention span,
uneducable, excluded from school
oral day
(started age 10)
14. Male 16 Severely
Hard of
Hearing
born and reared in Mexico, no
communication skills
none
1
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decided to utilize them in this investigation since they were carefully
sequenced in a hierarchy from the very simple to the increasingly complex.
Also, the LIFE system has diagnostic tests to allow for prescription of
programs at a person's linguistic level.
The subjects met three times each week for a period of six hours, or a
total of eighteen hours per week. This report covers a period of
approximately six months of 1970-71. (The program was continued during
1971-72 but the results are not reported herein.) The objectives of the
program were:
1. To develop a mode of symbolic communication (oral, graphic,
or manual) for the students who communicated primarily
through the use of primitive gestures or who had no
communication skills whatsoever;
2. To enhance and/or develop oral and graphic modes of
communication for the students who had some proficiency in
the language of signs; and
3. To develop independent study skills.
The rationale for the program was based upon the fact that the
students, with two exceptions, were unable to communicate by any
symbolic mode upon entering the program. They were unable to
communicate with the therapist, their own family, or with other students.
Most of the students were only able to read a few nouns (the range of
recognized nouns was from 3 to 30). A high percentage of the students had
apparently become so frustrated by their previous educational experiences
that they literally "backed away" when confronted with the printed word.
Each student was given an opportunity to interact with the LIFE
materials^ and other specially prepared materials for the first hour in the
morning and again for one hour in the afternoon. Following the exposure to
the language materials, the therapist and teacher aides would work with the
subjects in small groups. Also, some individual attention was given to
students in further developing the communication skills of the language
taught by the Project LIFE language system via the Student Response
Program Master.
The program was conducted by Virginia McKinney, a habilitative
audiologist, with assistance from volunteers. Each student in the program
was required to complete the available Project LIFE language filmstrip series.
Some other specially prepared materials were used but commercially
available materials were of little value since they started at a level exceeding
the students' ability.
^The Project LIFE materials and Student Response Program Master are presently being
sold and distributed by the General Electric Company. For further information contact:
General Electric/LIFE Program, Education Support Project, General Electric Company,
P.O. Box 43, Schenectady, New York 12301.
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Results
Each of the subjects varied in their level or progress during the
reporting period, but each made substantial gains in their linguistic
competencies and communication skills. Below is a summary of each
subject's post-program language and communicative behavior.
Subject No. 1 could initially identify about 50 nouns but refused to
take a simple reading test which had sentences. As a result of the program,
she learned to use many standard signs and to fingerspeU other words outside
of her signed vocabulary in acceptable sentence form. At first, she required
up to two hours to complete one language filmstrip, but her speed gradually
increased so that she was able to complete a filmstrip in 30 minutes. At the
end of the program, about 90% of her responses were syntactically correct
and appropriate to the question or situation.
Subject No. 2. For a long while it was doubted whether this person was
receiving any real benefit from the Communication Skills Center and her
written responses seldom reflected improvement. However, the change in her
signed responses was phenomenal. At first, her signs and gestures were so
sloppy and lacking in any precision that it was difficult to interpret them.
However, the non-oral responses improved so much that at the end of the
reporting period 95% of her signed responses were both responsive to the
questions asked and correct syntactically. In reading, the subject first
rejected any task associated with the printed symbol, but after a few months
wanted to use the same type of materials that other students were using and
successfully handled reading material at about the second grade level.
Subject No. 3 made rapid strides in developing abilities in the use of
standard sign language and vocalization in face-to-face communication. His
responses in the classroom were usually oral, and were correct syntactically
and easily intelligible. He also became able to identify errors in the signed
responses of other students. He was able to make written responses and was
successfully working with reading tasks at the 2.0 reading level.
Subject Nos. 4, 6, and 14 had never received any formal education.
They developed simple communication skills in writing, reading, speaking,
and signing with adequate syntax.
Subject No. 5 was able at first to handle and interact with the Project
LIFE filmstrips as long as the responses involved only one or two words, i.e.,
man, some boys, woman, and the like. When he viewed filmstrips having
responses containing several full sentences he used guessing behavior. One
morning, he walked into the center, apparently determined to conquer the
filmstrips; he did so, studying carefully each frame before selecting a
response and studying it again if the light failed to confirm a correct answer.
Thereafter, he began to take pride in his achievements. His case file states
that, "His conquest of the Project LIFE materials really, 1 feel, represents his
first breakthrough into the realm of syntax and connected language.
Thereafter, this was reflected in his language work in face-to-face
50
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communication." The client improved in both reading and writing ability,
although his motivation seemed to be least in these areas as compared to the
other communication skills. He could speechread much of the lesson
vocabulary and showed significant improvement in his ability to approxi
mate the speech stimuli. He continued to use gestures in spontaneous
communication, but incorporated approximately 100 standard signs, and
could fingerspell or sign some 200 words, including the Project LIFE
vocabulary to which he was exposed.
Subject No. 7 could not work in a group situation since she lacked any
meaningful symbol system. The Project LIFE filmstrips provided the only
means of allowing her to constructively use her time while the instructor was
busy working with the other students. She literally "fell in love" with the
materials and would sit patiently for long periods of time working with the
Program Master, studying each frame carefully while fingerspelling every
word. She made excellent progress during the time she was at the Center, but
had to leave the program because of home problems.
Subject No. 8 developed the ability to communicate adequately
through the use of a combination of signs, fingerspelling and speech. It was
possible to carry on simple conversations with him and he communicated
freely with the other students. His retention problem was still apparent, but
gradually he was able to retain more and more words in the graphic, oral,
and manual levels so that his spontaneous communication continued to
increase. His speechreading improved and he easily speechread most of the
lesson materials. He learned to use approximately 200 standard signs.
Subject Nos. 9 and 12 quickly mastered the task of the Project LIFE
filmstrips and worked rapidly to complete all of the films that were
available. Upon entering the program these subjects displayed very hmited
communication skills but became motivated to improve communication
skills. They made rapid strides in oral, manual, and graphic skills and were
reading above the 2.0 level.
Subject No. 10 was simultaneously taught the appropriate signs for the
Project LIFE vocabulary as he worked his way through the first four units.
He became able to work in group situations with connected language. He
began to attempt spontaneous communication via sign language in sentence
form. He was still unable to approximate speech stimuli. He was very proud
of his increased ability to communicate and was highly motivated to
continue his studies.
Subject No. 11 started on the Program Master and Project LIFE
materials and "loved working with them." His mother was so excited with
his response to these materials that she wanted to purchase a set for him to
use at home. He completed Units 1 and 2 successfully. The parents were
"thrilled" to finally feel that they were on the road to establishing
functional communication with their son.
Subject No. 13 made marked progress in his ability to remain seated in
the classroom for up to an hour and attended well for periods of up to 15
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minutes. His favorite activity at the Center was the use of the Program
Master and the Project LIFE filmstrips. When he began, he needed someone
sitting by him for encouragement before he would attend to each frame and
make a response. His progress was very "slow. He worked with each filmstrip
many times before he had success. As time progressed, he was able to work
more independently and finally was able to work alone. Sometimes he was
so involved in this work that he would not stop for lunch, and became
annoyed if someone else was using the equipment. He spent as long as 6
hours at the Project LIFE machine and materials. He worked throu^ the
first three units and was using the language spontaneously in signs.
Summary and Conclusions
Upon entry into the program, the students were almost totally unable
-,to communicate by any symbolic mode with the therapist, the family, or
with other students. At the end of the program, they could and did
communicate with others at the simple sentence level in speech, writing, and
in the language of signs. At the outset, the students would not attempt to
interact with the group; as a result of the program, they engaged each other
(both individually and on a group basis) in enjoyable and successful dialogue.
In receptive language, the students progressed from the recognition of a
small number of nouns to the reading and comprehending of simple
connected language. In addition, there was an intrinsic change in attitude,
from a strong aversion of tasks associated with reading to a desire for more
contact with more reading materials at their ability levels. Also, attention
spans related to learning activities were increased from a few minutes to
several hours.
More specifically, it was found that the Project LIFE materials truly
fostered independent study skills, one of the program objectives. The
Summary Report from Virginia McKinney states:
For several students, initial responses to each frame had to be
reinforced by the therapist or a trained volunteer to avoid
frustrations. Gradually, this extrinsic reinforcement was with
drawn, and the student learned to function with only the intrinsic
reinforcement supplied by the Program Master. Once a student
reached this point, he resented any attempt to interfere with his
independent use of the materials, and this attitude was usually
generalized to his acceptance of responsibility in the learning of
other materials as well.
Since three of the students were reared in foreign countries and had
received no formal training in either English or their native language, they
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had virtually no language. The situation was complicated by these students
entering the program late and, thus, they could not immediately be absorbed
into small group instruction because of their almost complete lack of and
exposure to a symbol system. Here, the Project LIFE materials proved
invaluable. Students with literally no symbols could acquire in an
independent manner a nucleus of connected English. After they had
completed language level Unit 1, they found themselves able to work in
group situations. Simultaneously, these students were exposed to oral and
manual communication to further reinforce the Project LIFE vocabulary.
This resulted in their increasing ability to expand their use of connected
language in group situations. Two of the students were markedly less nervous
when working on programmed materials than when involved on a one-to-one
interaction in a group situation.
All students were self-paced; that is, each was allowed to proceed
through the programmed language filmstrips at his own rate. Times were not
recorded and students were asked upon completion of a filmstrip whether
they desired to continue working with the LIFE materials or to participate
in some other activity. Thus, there was a wide variation in the amount of
time expended weekly by each student at the Program Master. Some
students spent only a short time each week and others were literally "glued"
to the machine for periods of time ranging up to six hours. There were
several arguments over the use of the machine since only one Program Master
was available. For those students with the least language ability, the Project
LIFE materials were the activity of first choice. The therapists concluded
that the materials were sequenced in increments smaU enough to insure
success, while at the same time providing a challenge.
Mastery of the Project LIFE materials was immediately reflected in
classroom work. Retesting of the students who had completed the materials
early in the program revealed excellent retention. For instance, even 6
months later no student failed a imit that he had previously passed.
The research coordinators anticipated negative feedback regarding the
Project LIFE materials, since they were designed for children and were being
used by adults. It was interesting to note that no comments of this type were
received. It is presumed, however, that the students would have been even
more enthusiastic if the materials would have had visuals and language of
adult orientation.
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